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I. INTRODUCTION 



A. BACKGROUND 

Following the failed hostage rescue attempt in Iran at Desert One in 1980, the 
Department of Defense appointed an investigative panel chaired by the former Chief of 
Naval Operations, ADM James L. Holloway, to uncover the causes of failure and to 
provide recommendations for improving American special operations capabilities. 1 The 
debacle at Desert One was the culmination of a decade-long period of neglect and 
degradation of American special operations forces (SOF). This period was marked by 
significant budget cuts for the special operations community and increasing levels of 
distrust between SOF and conventional military forces. 2 The Holloway Commission’s 
findings led to a renewed effort within the American military to restructure and improve 
its special operations capabilities. 

The bombing of the Marine barracks in Lebanon and the clumsy success of 
combined elements of SOF and conventional forces in Grenada in 1983, were further 
indications of the need for improvements in American special operations. Consequently, 
“in 1983. the Secretary of Defense directed each military service and defense agency to 
review their existing special operations capabilities and develop a plan for achieving the 
level of special operations capability required to combat both current and future low 
intensity conflicts and terrorist threats.” 3 The culminating effect of this direction was the 
establishment of the United States Special Operations Command (USSOCOM) and the 



1 United States Special Operations Command: I0' h Anniversary History, HQ USSOCOM, 1997, p.l. 

\ Ibid. 

' Marine Corps Order (MCO) 3120.9A, Nov 24, 1997. 



implementation of the Marine Amphibious Unit (Special Operations Capable) 
[MAU(SOC)] concept, both in 1986. 

Redesignated as MEU(SOC)s in 1988, this combined arms package, trained and 
equipped to conduct certain special operations in addition to a broad range of 
conventional operations, has become the cornerstone upon which the expeditionary 
Navy-Marine Corps team is built. While not designated special operations forces per se, 
these units provide regional Commanders-in-Chief (CINCs) with the ability to conduct 
missions throughout the spectrum of conflict, from peacekeeping to large-scale 
conventional combat. . It is this capability that makes the MEU(SOC) concept unique. 
While possessing conventional characteristics, the MEU(SOC) maintains an ability to 
execute certain special operations and do so as an independent entity, from the sea, 
without the need to await support from outside the area of operations. As such, the 
MEU(SOC) presents itself as a “hybrid force.” That is, a force capable of conducting 
operations within both the special and conventional realms. 

The purpose of this thesis is to examine the hybrid model of warfare, and to assess 
whether a hybrid force is better suited to engaging in such warfare, as opposed to a 
conventional force teaming with a special operations force solely for the purpose of 
conducting hybrid missions. This will be accomplished by examining the Marine Corps 
hybrid model, evaluating its strengths and weaknesses, and assessing its ability to satisfy 
present and future military requirements. Further, it will address the debate surrounding 



4 ALMAR 023/88 announced the change in MAGTF designations from “amphibious” to “expeditionary” 
“to more accurately reflect Marine Corps missions and capabilities ... are not limited to amphibious 
operations alone.” 



the special operations capabilities of the Marine Corps, including general arguments 
advanced by traditional SOF proponents. 

B. METHODOLOGY 

After first defining hybrid warfare and hybrid forces, an historical longitudinal 
study of Marine Corps hybrid operations is conducted in order to examine the contention 
that hybrid warfare and the hybrid force concept are nothing new to warfighting, or to the 
Marine Corps. The cases selected for study are The Seminole Wars, World War II, and 
the Vietnam War, as these campaigns best represent those in which the Marine Corps 
displayed effectiveness in both special and conventional operations. Furthermore, the 
cases are representative of the entire spectrum of conflict, ranging from low-intensity 
conflict (LIC) to high-intensity conflict (HIC) and represent conflicts in which the Marine 
Corps hybrid force was inextricably linked, operationally and logistically, to the United 
States Navy. As such, the cases serve as tough tests for the hybrid model theory and 
provide insight into the viability of the Marine hybrid model in future conflict. This is 
possible considering that the Marine hybrid model will continue to prepare for operations 
throughout the spectrum of conflict and will remain inextricably linked to the United 
States Navy. Each study will provide a description and assessment of both the 
conventional and special characteristics present within each conflict, followed by an 
assessment of the effectiveness of the hybrid force compared to that of the stand-alone 
conventional and special forces. This comparative analysis will serve as the measure of 
effectiveness for the hybrid model. This historical study will provide the basis for 
assessing the Marine Corps' effectiveness as a hybrid force, as the successes/failures of 
the past may provide insight into the ability of such a force in the present and on into the 



